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BEHAVIOFLkL STRATEGIES FOR ENLANCIING PRODUCTIVITY

America is in trouble. The competitlve spirit has caught-on around

the world and we are no longer the leaders in productivity gains--indeed,

it would be argued that we are danuerous1v close to being out of the -ete!

Recently, the Bureau of Labor Statistics published some unsettling data.

Of seven leading industrial nations, the United States ranked sixth in

productivity increase3 from 1968 to 1978. According to the study, the

rankings are:

1968-1978
Productivity
Increases

1. 'Me Netherlands 93.7%

2. Japan 89.1

3. West Germa3ny o3.8

4. France 61.8

5. Italy 60.1

6. United States 23.6

7. United Kingdom 21.6

Increasingly, top level executives involved in strategic decision

making are beginning to em-phasize the importance of an organization's

"1-,nan resources for enhancing productivity. Many approaches can be taken

* Ito develop hraan resources. These range from improving work methods to

improving the quality of life at work. Before selecting a particular tactic

a pyStena•Lc perspective on the causes of good and poor performance is

necLsnary. Without such a ýurspective, productivity improvement techniques

may be prnoted and erroneously accepted without sufficient documentary

I
1 Source: Burexu of Labor Statistic7., Uliited States Department

of Labor, 197?.
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evidence of their effects and Seneralizability across uidustries.

This article presents such a perspective. A three stage process is

proposed for enhancing productivity through the util3zation of human

resources. The stages comprislag the process are:

1. Strategies for Identifving poor performance

2. Strategies for deciding what causes poor perfor=ance

3. Strategies for Copng with pjor performance

Together these strategies form a performance eahancement system. This

system is depictes ýr F:gure 1:

Identifying
Poor Performance

Coping with Poor
Performance to
Increase Productivity

Deciding what
Caused the Poor
Performance

IDNTIFYING POOR PEORYOMANCE

How should managers go about identifyinS problems? How do they? In

many cases the answers to these two questions are not the same. Basically.

we can refer to an ideal approach concerning how managers should identify

problems as a rational approach to problem ldentifIcation. In contrast, we

can think of the descriptive posture concerning hoa managers actually do

BEST AVAILABLE COPY



* 1 3

identify performance problems as a conditionally rational approach subject

to the limitation of managers as processors of information and as decision

makers. There is emierging evidence indicating that the processes actually used

by mnanagers in fot-nulatting and identifying performance problems are not

always Completely rational. 2Hopefully, a better- understanding of what we

actall docan lead to the development and tLiplementation ot. strategies

that will bring us CI.QSer: to what we should do.

Tyia vl--o Proct-dur-s

This section ~ri~ll des :ribe zhe two n-2st preval~ent systems for eval m~t-

ing performinrce in todal'.' organiz.n:ions: the ut.e of performance outcomes,

and personality traits. We will .`len deqcri'be the judgment processes under-

lying the use of rational procedures in identifying performance problems.

Thi's is folloued by a descriptsion of several limitations to cthe use of these

rational processes.

Porformarice Outtconcs

Senior level management, stockholders and consumers are generally

concerned with perforaace outcomes as moastires of an individual's level of

productivity'. That is, they are concerned with cost-related measures such

as profits, costs, product quantiry and quality, returns on investment. etc.

:hp person who scoies well on these nea-oures Is presumed to be highly

* I2 Hintzber6, Her.ry. Dte NaturF' of Mana~cKial_ Work, published originally
by Harper and Rctw, 1973; 19P,0 editio n published by Prentice-Hall, Inc.,
Englewood Cliffs, N.J., Ch~apters 3,04 a-,d 5; 'Aiuitzberg, He.;ry, D.
Raisin~hani and A. Thcoret. "The Structure of 'Unstructured' Decision
Processes," A dM 4

.tn- trstl-e c' iene Larcr l, Vol. 21, No. 2, June 1976,
pp. 24~6-275; Ackcif, Russell L. The Art of Problem SolyIng,, John Wiley
ar. Srns, New York, N.Y. , 19'17; Liles, Marjorie A. and Ian 1. Kitroff .
"Organizationil Frehllom For .0Rtion: An 1.npirie~al Study," Administrative
Science Our~iVol. 25, No. 1, ML-rch l9bO, pp. 102-119.
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motivated toward perfor-ance improvement. The person who has received adequate

resources including training to do the Job, but performs poorly on these

measures, is presumed to be poorly motivated.

Performance outcomes may serve as an excellent thermometer of an organ-

ization's health or effectiveness, but they are generally inadequate meas-

ures, by themselves, of an individual employee's job effect'.eness. In

fact, they can even be demotivating, if not destructive, for both the indi-

vidual and thQ e:mployer for the following reasons.

First, cost-related measures are oft-n affected by factor5 over which

an individual employee has little or no control. The pae:formnnce of one

indivitual is often causally aftected by the perfort.30ce of other individuals.

It is not cnly unfair, but it can be illegal to distribute orga.izational

rewards and puninhments (a.g., promotion, transfer, demotion, ticmissal,

bonus, etc.) ou the basis of measures over which an employee has minimal

control.

S2cond, these meas-ires arm often deficient in that they omit important

aspacts of a person's job. For example, a superintendent in one district

may loan equipmer.t to a superintendent in another districL. The result may

be an increase in profits for the compjny, but an increase in costs for the

superintendent who loaned the equipment. The poor memory of a superior and

the lack of completeness of the accountrng system which "keeps score" may

lead to the identification of a "winner" and a "loser" rather than the

behaviors of two team playcr who contributAd to the overall profits of the

company.

Third, these measures can encourage a results-at-all-costs mentality

that can run counter to r rporate ethics policies, noc to mention legal
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requirements. Moreover, a rcsults-at-all-costs mentality can run counter

to the overall productivity of the organization. In the above example,

loaning equipmcut hurt the monthly cost sheet of the loaner, but it signifi-

cantly increased the profits of the organization. The reverse might have

been true if the individual had adhered to a "my own results at all costs"

philosophy.

Fourth, cost-related ceaiures are difficult to obtain for most white-

collar jobs. For e.:<zle, a cost-related measure of a logging cutter's

effectivencss night be the number of trees cut divided by the nurmber of

huurs worked. But, what colt-rellted meacure3 exitt for a personnel mana-

tnr eineel, Ur a.ap Ifcj, order?

Finally, alld uost i ~o:cat,', from a perfornance improvement stand-

point, ecnonmic _,,asures or perforiiancr ouuccmes do not inform the employee

wiat he or she ne.dJ to do to malntain or rncrease. productivity. For

example, telling a baseball player that he ju,3t struck out will not come as

a surprise to hi=. le already ha, that information. Stopping with the

identification of pcor performance is insufficientl Wnat the player needs

to know is what he r.ust do to at least get on first base and possibly hit a

home run.

Traits

For one or more of the above reasons, 90 percent of today's organiza-

tions measure an employee's cffectiveness in teins of traits cr distinguish-

ing qualities of people witich Individuals in the organizaz'ional hierarchy

believe a-c c3ir•nblc, rather th.n '- 'cst-relntcd outcomes. These trait

measures o include sucrh c¢oncpts :!; cu: taicnt, creativity, loyalty,
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in-itiative and the like. The problem with traits, from a p. oductivity stand-

point, is twofold. First, telling a person to "be a better listener" or to

"chow more initiative" may be excellent advice, but it doesn't tell the person

what to do to implement this advice. Before such discussions motivate the

employee to behave appropriately, traits must be defined explicitly.

Second, trait measures are looked upon unfavorably by thn courts when

decisions based upon them hove adversely Impacted people who are members of

a protected class. This is because, in the words of one court decision,

traits are uu.tcfpth.ie to partiality and to the perscna taste, whim, or fancy

A. 3
C.f 0hC eCrluarcr. As Peter Druckcr hzc bald:

An !!7plcyee owcs r-o 'lcyalty'; he owes no 'love';
a n 'atntt-'-.he :,wes performarnce aud nothing
els...... Manage.ment and manger development
should concern themselves with changEs in behavior
].,~.'v to iý,(e A r.ln ý_oe eftectiv.,

P.rtioa•'1 Idtct vilngPerfornaince ?roble'.2

The above two approaches to assessing performance represert the most fre-

quently employed techniques currently used in indu3try. Notice that both

techniques tell the subordinate very little about what he or she has done

wrong and how to correct it. Also, evaluations in cost terms or traits are

frequently global anJ renoved from what the subordinate actually does.

In this section we will describe some less frequently used procedures

that are based on more rational models. These techniques represent attempts

to der.:ribe more speciJically what the subordinate is doing incorrectly. The

heaý:t of these rational approaches is to make evaluations based upon comparisons.

S . H .;:,j. 1p:; t uper;, .'e Exteus[,,, i. rýicc, 372 F. Suppl Z.
(1974), 7 [Dr P 'i.,

Druckcr, P._ , .. Tsk•_rsjn.iiiIlittes and .ractices. New

York: Harper and Row, 19/3.
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Cf course, the comparisons can be of different types, and the types serve tc

distinguish threz definition of performance problems. They also sarve to

establish three ways of assessing or increasing a performance problem. The

key in each approach is to discover a performance Iap. The approaches differ

witb reference to the components compared i- discovering this gap.

Di3crepancy Between Goals and Measured Achievement

In rauy cases, identifying a performance problem consists of comparing

an a priori goal witli actual performance. For example, one cculd compare

the nwsmber of cars a salesperson sold In a given month vith the agreed upon

goal regarding cars to be sold that month. A discrepancy between the two

numbers represents a performance gap. This approach in identifying perform-

ance problems is frequently emphasized In performna:ice improvement programs

such as management by objectives, work planning aund review, and other

results oriented management strategies. As au approach to identifying per-

formance problems, it works beat when several important conditicns are trre:

1. Performance goals can be defined in measurable terms.

2. The goals are not contradictory; that is, one perform-
ance goal is not ?ttaincA at the expense of another
(e.g., increasinS quantity of performance at the
expense of quality).

3. The employee's performrnce can be measured in units
Identical to the way the goal is expressed (e.g.,
number of cars sold versus nimber of cars that were
supposed to be sold).

In many cases these three condittons cannot be met. For example, a

salesperson might be urged to develop sustained, lonE-term relations with

customers while simultaneously being compensated for short-term, quarterly

sales results. When performance is multidimenslonal, as it is in most, if

not all, complex jobs, identifying performance gaps between the goals set

and ectual perfornanc.e can lead to the identification of performance areas

that are being emphasized to the detriment of other equelly important areas.
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Finally, while it may be feasible to establish goals In quantifiable

terms, numerous measurement problems may hamper the actual assessment of an

individual's performance in relation to these goals. For example, while it

may be necessary to reduce scrappage by 15 percent, scrappage may be

affected in multiple ways by onu or more groups let alune people within a

group. Thus, documenting an individual's performance can prove difficult.

This is especially true when the emphasis on measuring an individual's per-

formance is on performance outcomes.

Comparisons Across People, Units, or Orgauizations

Because of the problems encountered with a goal-achievement discrepancy

approach to identifyvig pirformance problems, it is not infrequeut to find

managers comparing individuals, divisions or organizations with one another.

This results in a ranking of performance such that those with the lowest

ranking are identified as having perfo.-nmce proble-s. This can be achieved,

and frequencly is, witnout the articulation of specific. measurable perform-

ance goals for any particular individual, division or organization. The

comparison is made on the basis of performance relative to others--not on

the basis of a gap between the goals set and performance in relation to

goals. However, combining different dimensions of job performance and

measuring achievement on each dimension frequently poses a problem. For

example, eveu though two managers may agree that individuals X and Y are

"I"poor" supervisors relative to others, such comparisons, even if the two

managers agree on their overall or global rankings, are not particularly

helpful in diagnosing the causes of poor performance. As we shall note in

a later section, these two managers may well attribute high or low perform-

ance to quite different causes e'vn though they agree on the ranking of

the overall performauaes of the individual5. These attributions can be

crucial in deciding what to do to sustain high performance and/cr improve

lcyw perfermance.
-1

A
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Coparlýons Acrons Time

Single individuals, unilts, or organizations can be compared writh them-

selves across time. This type of comparison implies that the definition of

20or performance is declizing performance (and good performance is increas-

ing). As long as the same dircnsions of performance are compared across time,

this approach avoids both the first and second probleas identified earlier.

Of course, performance still must be measurable in units that are mtaningful

and understandable for the person who is being measured. But, goals and

agreement arong managers with reference to a performance ranking are not

necessary with this approac'h.

Vhile the conSLra!Urs upon uling this approac. are less than tho-te

associated with the first two, this. appr. ach 19 siJsceptlble to naive appli-

cation and gross myc.ia. Frequently, increasing perfnrmance may not indicate

success or even surv!.1al .g., when the coopetition is improving at an even

more rapic rate). it zJs a)-o the case that dec-reasing performance may not

be dysfunctionual (e.g., when an individual's performance decrement is

necessary In order to prevent overload and pcssible detrimental stress). In

the latter ca'e, a short-terw performanca decline may even be necessary to

insure long-run curvival and continued productivity.

In summary, each of these three approaches to identifying performance

problems assumes that performance is measurable. Each assumes that some stan-

dard for assessmeat exists or can be derived. In the first case, the standard

consists of well defined, qunntifiahle goals. In the second, the standard is

the performance of another indi-iidual, unit, or organization. In the third,

the standard is prcvious perfr,..rance.

t;:•-ever, chore are prc.blens with these procedures. In many cases, a

manager =y have hai:.:d lnf.orr.:ztn or inadeý,-ate information. In oth,.t cases,

LA.
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the information procersing required (i.e., multiple compariuons across time and

peopl.) may be too demanding without technical aids. We need to .e aware of

these human limitatious and how to overcome them before we discuss the prac-

tical implications of what is known about deciding about the causes of low

performance and cooing with such.

Human Limits on Identifying Performance Problems

The limitations of the processes described above emphasize problems of

measurement end conflicting performance dimensions. In addition, there are

characteristics of the person that constrain the identification of performance

problems. When these :haractetistics influence managers as they diagnose per-

f•::.nce, they scrve to move the di-ingusis toward r,onzrationsl, less systematic,

more intuitive modes. What are somc- of these constraining characteristics?

First, it is frequetl:: the cr;e that managers are willing to accept a

satisfactory, perhaTs even the first satisfactory, identification of a

performance problem. •1xirzizi.g search and diagnosis in the pursuit of a

complete identificati:rn may not be cost effective. Moreover, such a com-

pletely rational anslysis may not even be humanly possible when managers

are confrunted with a multitude of performance symptoms and a wide array of

possible causes of poor performance. The managerial world is one of fre-

quent interruptions, rapid reordering of priorities, political subtleties

and considerable time pressures. lo rtanage in such a world is to satis-

fice, compromise and operate with flexible goals. The comparison processes

nccessitated by each of the three previous approaches may not be feasible

in many day-to-day uaiagerial s1tuatiens.

Second, goals and tha as3:csument of performance problems are not always

'the genesin f-r -- i:.ip'rial ar-clon. In fa'-t, tiie', !rcq-elriy become "after
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the fact" rationalizations or justifications for what has already occurred.

This displacement of goals and performance definitions is frequently

observed when managers justify a salary increase or promotion decision

(which has already been =ade on other than perfo--ance grounds) by appealing

to selective case:. of high performance which have not been carefully docu-

mented and ceitaiily not defined apriori. In other words, goals and defini-

tions of deazlirable performance are derived frot. observatrcns of performance

rethcr than establihed prior to ihstruction, guidance and other managerial

actions ait,:d at ý:roducing hIgh perforwance.

Third, goals znd dcfinitions of performance/perforrancc problems are

usually rubject to viryinr ia erp:etatictts as a function of managers'

values, beliefs, •:nd exper~c;izes. It is seidom the case thar a single

manager wi_.. a single goal is alloved by the organizaticn to define a

problem solely fror hisiher pcrspect.ve. Rather,

managers with varying u-.d even conflicting values and objectives derive a

definition of what is expected and what constitutes a significant performance

problem. Once different groups with differing perspectives enter the arena,

political, bargaining and negotiating skills become crucial in evolving

performance definitions. With these forces set in notion, the analytical,

systematic and logical proce-•cs of comparison required by the three rational

perspectives becom. less feasible. At a minimum, the reslitits of multiple

parties with multiple objectives result in more diffuse and less certain

definitions of perforar._ne. WTha. is :nd what is not a performance problem

is defi;.ed by diffý-reit groups b; processes of neotiation, bargaining, and

political behavior.'i
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Fourth, performannrc goals and problems are not static, frozen or rigid.

Rather, important performance problems tend to shift, to be unstable, to be

dynamic. In growing organizations, particularly at the top, the expected

dimensions of performance shift over time, occasionally even in unpredictable

ways. This instability a:.d dyna.mism mean that rational approaches would need

to make continous cowparisons, adjusting for changing environmental inputs.

Such a require:nt iz clearly unfeasible and unrealistically costly in many

organization%. Thu. mtanagcrs satisfice, justify, rationalize in the face of

such realities. To fixate in single, static measures of performance can

embed a manager in a quagn.ire of rigidity and frozen action. In order to maintain

needed flexibility, complete rationality and thorough systenstization are

frequently resistcd by, wise =anagers.

When we combine these all-too-hunman characteristlcs, an image of the

effective nanager cmcrges as a person who is flexible, dynamic, possessed of

limited information processIng capacity, willing to compromise and bargain

and, most of all, is subject to major constraints in idcntifying peixform-

ance gaps and establishing performance goals. Does this mean that careful

analysis of perfonmance problems is impossible? That systematic approaches

to enhancing performance are impossible? That . aningful goals cannot be

set? That there is little to offer managers in their efforts to correct

performance deficiencies? Clearly, the answer to these questions is an

emphatic "not" However, it is equally clear that if normative, purely

rational cLparative perspectives on identifying performance problems are to be

of help, we must understand and account for the underlying realities of

decision making about performance problem!.

'I

-!
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Thus, we nyw move to a discussion of several new and exciting find-

ings about how humans go about the difficult, complex task of de:iding the

causes of a p, rformance problem once it has been identified throuch either

systematic oi more loosely defined and intuitive processes. The bittota line

is Coing soreching about a performance gap. And what one does depends

heavily up,,n what one assumes to be causing the performance deficieicy. As

we are abijvt to see, causes and assumptions about causes are not obvious in

the worli oC performance appraisal.

DECMIONS ABOU" (.AUSL.S OF POOR PEPFSO•RACE

'.he previoub sectior. dercrib'd the prob2.ý=s of defining performance,

especially fub:;tarcnird perforuancý;. As we nCLUd, there are frequent and

recurring shortfalls bctween whar siould be done and what actually happens.

In the next two sectioms we move to the second stage of the process. From I
the manager'm perspective we will describe how managers deal with poor

performance pioblems. That is, given that poor performance has occurred,

how does the manager decide 1) what the problem is and 2) what to do about

it. From the subordinate's perspective we will discuss how poor perform-

ance feedback is reci.ivcd, evaluated anad acted upon.

What aappens when a mnager or supervisor observer or is informed of

a subordinate's poor performancc? That is, given that the manager has

knowledge of the problem, hom does he or she prucec4 to remedy it?

The literature (up until rcc.ently) celAted to this question has been

rather sparse ane tends to be of a dcscriptive or personal experience

rature. There seems to be agrecment thatL certain violations demand an

i ediate and punitIve response. For Lxaniple, theft, falsification of

I)
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records, fighiting with the supervisor, or flagrant insubordir-ition usu.lly

result in severe reprimands, probation, and/or termination.5 in many cases,

this response is dictated by company policy and the supervisor really has

very little discretion over how to respond to the issue.

However, most cases are not so clear-cut. What usually happeiis is that

a subordinate misses a deadline, is tardy or absent occasionally, does not

work overtime wh:n needed, engages in horseplay, does sloppy work or some

other less extreme violation of expected behavior. 1he task of the super-

visor or manager is more complex in these settings, bimply because there

are few clear prescriptions or rules about hov to proceed.

Probably the first thing that happens in cases fov which no clear

policy exists is that the sup.2rvisor tries to determine why the behavior

occurred. In trying to anccrtain the cause of the poor performance, the

supervisor zay colicit ,h/rm.ftion from a variety of sources includiog the

subordinate in question. After this Information is gathered, it must be

processed, sorted, and evaluated and eventually some sort of reason or rea-

sons are judged to be the contributing factors. Fur cxample. the poor

performance might be due to a low skill level, a lack of motivation, poor

instructions or insufficient support services.

After the cause Is determined, the souervisor will usually select some

course of action r-at fits the believed cause. So, for example, if the

subordinare'c poor perfzrmance is seen as beiug caused by low motivation,

the supervisor might cngate in a formal discipline procedure and verbally

reprimand the enployee. If, on the other hand, the reason in seen as

Wheeler, H. N. unighr.ent theorv and indui.trial (Ils~ipline. lndtistrial
V Relationr, Ray 1976, 235-2.3. This paper revicws the typical offenses and

managerial actios involved in cases of industrial discipline.
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insufficient information or support, the supervisor might institute changes

in the work settinZ and if ability is seen as the cause, training might be

appropriate.

There are tvo key points about tha process described above which need

to be highlighted. First, it is a two-stage process. There is a diagnosis

phase where the supervisor determines the cause of poor performance, and

there is a decision phase .:here a response is selected from a snt of alter-

natives. Second, we must recognize that this process entails active informa-

tion processing on the part of the supervisor. Therefore, simply having good

performance appraisal instruments or prescribed disciplinary procedures is

not enough. In order to understand what ishappening and how poor performance

can be handled rore effectively, we must understand this evaluation process

More fully.

A Model of Diarnosing and Re,.ponding to Pccr Performance

The model which is presented here is designed to represcent the two-stage

process described above. The foundations for its development come from aI variety of sou-;-- and mozre detailed discussions of this literature can be

6*' found elsewhere. However, the most important point that needs to be empha-

sized is that the assumptions and hypotheses huilt into the model were mostly

generated from social psychological research on attribution theorz rather than

from the literature on industrial discipline or performance appraisal. A brief

review of attribution theory and its relevance for performance appraisal

issues can provide a better understanding of much of what fellows.

Attribution theory is es.sentially a theory about people's naive assumptions

about the causes of their own behavior and the behavior of others. All of us

6 Green, S. C. and Mktclicll, T. R. At'ributional processes of le;iders In
leader-member intr..actions. Or-nnizational Behavior and Human Performance,
1979, 23, 429-458. Thie Is a review of the attribution literature anpliedj I to tne leadererhip settings.

1 . . . . . . . . . . . .
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try to figure cut both why we did thingz or why other people did what they did.

The process of dettrmining the causes of behavior is called an attribution

process--we attribute our behavior or other people's behavior to various

types of causea. By engaging in this attribution process, wt provide order

and understanding to our prediction of our own and others' actions.

The contclbuticns of attribution theory to ihe problem of performance

evaluation are threefold. First, research on the attrioutional process has

shown that people are fair.y systematic in their diagno~es of behavior. We

know a fair ar.ount about what sort of information is processed and how it

is processed. Scuozd, we have learned that there art, a number of Loth

rational and less rational -ctivities that go on. Some of these "errors" in

the attrIbutional process are built into our model. Third, one major distiuc-

tion that has been ezxct.'tlonally helpful has been tte Idea that causes of

behavier can be seen as falling into two major classes: internal and external.

Internal causes are soriething about the person--their abilities, effort,

personality and mood. Exte-nal causes are so=ething about the setting--task

difficulty, available information, interpersonal pressures. Obviously,

whether a super-visor nakcs an internal or extertl3l atzlrbution about the

causes of poor performance is critical for understanding what response will

be selected.

The model is presented in Figure 1. One can see that the two main

stages are labeled links 1 and 2. Link 1 refers to the process of making

an attribution and link 2 refers to the process of choosing an appropriate

response. For both of these stages there are some rational factors and some

biases that affect the supervisor's judgments. The rest of this section

briefly dezcribes these "noderitors" in nore detail.

Insert Figure 1 here
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The moct obvicu:; rzticnal factors for helpirg a manager Making attri-

butions have been labeled distinctiveness, cousii--tenty, and consensus.

Distinctivene75 refers to Lv-c extr:.t to w•ihch a subordinate hi._ perfcrned

poorly oa other t-sk&. 711e less distinctive, the more likely an external

attribution. Consiste-cy refers to the extent to w"..ch performance has been

poor before on thIs particular task. The more conil;tency, the n:re inrternal

the attribution. Finally, consensus refers to the extvnL to which other

subordinates perform poorly at this task. The lower the consensus, the more

internal the attribution.

Let's take an e.c.z-ple. Suppose a slibordinate fails to turn in a budget

report o.i time. The v.-pervisor ýathers or recalls the above information and

realizes tnk.t this s.. ,o- • inate is (1) always tar'y in getting in reports,

(2) iF alw-avy late wi'h f.'n:,nzial reports, and (3) none of the other subordi-

nates &re late. In this c:tsu tcho n:pervisor is likely to attribute this

poor performance to rremcthing about the subordinate (e.g., his ability or

motivation). i , or. the otiher hand, the subordincre has (1) never missed a

deadline before for an" t-isk, (2) always get financ;-1 reports in on time,

and (3) everybody had tro.'bl,- this particular month with getting their

reports- in, then an External attribution is likely. Somcthing -_seut the

financial situatiot• this month (or perhaps too much work) is the probable

attributioL.

9 But, b•.•,.ies thcse rational, informr-tional cues therc are other fac-

tors that can influence the atcributitn. Many of these factors introduce

bias into th-i prccefss. -irst, ai:d probably most ir'.portant, is the :c~or/'

observer bias. --t hat;: been well 4cct-_-.nrcd t%.•. people think their own

behavior tevds to be c¢aucd by extcrnal forcer. but that the -.ehavior of

•iothers is; cr'u.-td by intcrnal factors. The behav'.or of someone else is

1
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salient to the cutsi6, observer, but it ir the environment which is salient

to the actor. S_, a !tibordinate factor] explaining the causes of his or

her behavior is likely to see it as caused by external events w!,ile the

supervisor [observer] is likely to see it as caused by internal dispos-

itional factors.

Coupled with the actor/observer error are some self-serving biases.

In general, peple tend to attribute successes to themselves and failures

to forces beyond their control. When. we combine these two biases, we can

see that in cases of pocr pcrfcrtance it is vean li lyv tat supervisors

will !,: 'rh cau---; a., an•crnal to the subordinatz, vhile the subordinate

will ;:he cau>e ai -tr::,l -etn:s. Thi., differe-ct in attrihutions is

likely to lea% 'oo conflict, disagreement and hard feeliings.

There are roze oth.hr sources of error in this atLributioU pha..e. Any-

thing th-at incrtases th.e distance (psychologizll;,. and phyrically) between

the super-.istir and the subordinate is likely tr increase actor/obberver and

self-serving errors. For cxsmple, the less the supcrvisor likes the sub-

ordinate, the less expcrience the supervisor h: .:ith the subordinate's job and

the more power the seh:ervisor has, the more the suTcrvisor is likely to make

internal attributlcn. for poor performance.

The secc::d link in the modcl is the decirion phase--the supervisor

mrist select a respon:e. Obviously, if an internal attribution has been made,

the respouse is likQjv to be directed at the subordinate (e.g., reprimand,

trainingj and it an external attribution is nad•, a response directed at the

ta3k .ili be nor-. appr'c.priate (e.g.. provide :-ore suprporc, change the zask).

Again, there are sc-.e rational tn.d lcs.. rational fn.:ors th;.t affect this

response.
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On the rational side is the fact that supervisors at this point usually

engage in some sort of co3t/benefit analysis. That iL, they weigh the pros

and cons of various responses. They considex such factors as what is the

probability of a given response (1) changing the subordinate's behavior,

(2) having a positive or negative impact on other employees, (3) making the

supervisor feel good, (4) adhering to company policy and so on. These are

clearly important inputs to the decision.

But, again, there arc some less obvious factors that seem to enter in.

For exaiple, there is now considerable evidence that the consequences of the

7poor performance affect the response by the supervisor. If the missed

deadline for the financial report results in a lost contract, the supervisor

is much more likely to be personal and punitive than if nothing negative

occurs. In many cases, the subordinate may have no control over the outcome,

but yet he or she is treated much more severely when something negative

happens than when nothing negative happens.

Another source of bias in the response phase is likely to come frou the

subordinate in the form of apologies, excuses and external explanations.

Even though the supervisor has accurately diagnosed that a subordinate

performed poorly because of low motivation, he or she is less likely to be

punitive and severe if the subordinate apologizes and promises it will never

happen again. It is sieply hard for a manager to be severe and punltive

with someone who admits their ristake.

7

v Mitchell, T.R. and Wood, R.E. Supervinors responses to subordinate poor
performance: A tcst of an attrihuticnal model. OrganJ:ational Behavic'r
and human PeC-crmai ce, 1980, 25, 123-136. The research demonstrates thL
types of infcr--ati,;n that supervisors use and the errors they make when
judging a poor performer.

I



20

A finat source cf bias sprirngs parti7 from the actor/observer error.

It seems as if supervisors are less likely to look at and understand ways

that a task can be changed. We are much more apt to simply try to change

the person rE.ther than the task. This bias is partly caused by the fact

that it is f¢mehow easier to tell someone to "be different" than to try te j
change the environment. And it is also true that we seldom have the appro-

priate vowbulary or knowledge for dealing with changes in the task.

If oae sur-marizes the implications of what goes on ia the two phases

we have described, the followin- conclusions emcrge. First, supervisors are

lIkely to see the poor ;,:ro.ance oi subordinates as irternally caused.

Seccol, there is likely to be disagrecment about that attribution. Third,

thayTe are force!; alon; with the inecrnal actribution (such as outcome knowl-

edl.e and easE of use) which vill push the supervisor towards a personal,

punitive response. However, apolcgies and social or organizational con-

straints may make It difficult to actually use such responses. Thus we are

faced with a sicuation whcre a supervisor first of all may unknowingly make

some errors of judg-.ent about the causes of poor performance, and then

secondly feel frustrated because of certain social or organizational prohi-

bitions about what he or she feels should be done.

One final point needs to be mentioned. There are times when the above

process is not used. More specifically, there are certain situations where

there exist5 either a per-onal or organizational policy to deal with poor

performance (e.g., three unexcused abscnces In a month requires a written

reprimand). Under these conditions, the cttributional process may not be

active, anr. we have renrcsented this circumstance in our model by having a

line directly from T1-z behavicr to the response.

._ j
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Scme Empirical RcFultý. 5z7norting the Model

We have Lcaducted a number of studies over the last few years t'iat were

designed to test a nu=bf;r of propositions of the model. While a detailed
S~8

description and review of this research is availalle elsewhere, a short

Sstum-ary of what wa have done should be helpful.

First, we should ioint out that the methodologies used have varied

widely. We have done zritical incident interviews in organizations tc gather

incidents of poor performance, the type of attributions made and rezponses

used. We have used sur-veys to' ascertain the frequency of types of poor per-

formance and reFponsea. Some of the studies have involved the presentation

of cases (based on the incidents) to supervisors in a written for. or on

film, and the su;rviscr makes attributions and indicates intended responses.

In this type of research we e2:.bed our manipulatiors in the case or film

material (e.g., vas an apology present or not, was there a serious outcome

or not). Finally, some of out studies have been simulations of organiza-

tional settingo. We have run three studies where we have hired people as

subordinates and supervisors to work on clerical typ. tasks. In these sat-

tings the subordn:nrtes are %ithcr confederates (and one is instructed to

perform poorly) or we provide the supervisor with bogus data about perform-

ance. Again, we can manipulate information we give to the supervisor such

as background data on the subordinates (e.g., their past work history, their

ability on Lhe task, their similarity to the leader) or more social factors

(e.g., the superviso:'s finZncial dependence on the subordinates' perform-

ance, the leader's power).

.Mitchull, T.n.. (Grecn, S.G., and Wood, R.E. An actributional model of
leadership and the poor performing subordinate: Developmcnt and valida-
tion. in L.L. Cu'.i-gs and B.M. Staw (eds.) PResearch in Organizational
Behavior, Vol. 3, JAi PresF, 1980. This is a su-a•ry of the research work
on the attributior~al mod.l.

_ _-
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In general, the data indicate:

1. That workers do attribute success to internal factors and

failure to external factors.

2. That distinctiveness, consistency and consensus affect attri-

butions in the manner predicted.

3. That effort attributions on the part of the supervisor lead to

more extreme responses than ability attributions. More

specifically, success, when it is attributed to effort, is

more highly revarded than when it is attributed tc ability.

Failure, when it is attributed to lack of effort, is more

severely punished than when it is attributed to low ability.

S4. !hat internal attributions result in tore personal and punitive

responses directed at the subordinate than external attributions.

5. That negative or severe outcomes as opposed to positive out-

cones increase the chances that negative responses will be

directed at the subordinate.

6. That apologies on the part of the subordinate decrease the

chances that the supervisor will be punitive.

7. That a supervisor who is dependent on the subordinate will want

the subordinate to look good to others and will explain poor

perfortiance as externally caused.

8. That organizational policies can change or bypass the attribu-

tional process and directly dictate a response.

' There are a number of icplications of this type of model for both

theory and practice. But perhaps the most inportant poinc to recognize is

-1 -
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that the supervisor is an active processor of information and that a

variety of both relevant (e.g., past performance) and nonrelh-vaat (e.g.,

similarity) cues affect his or her judgment about a subordinate. So, both

the definition of poc. ierformance and the manager's interpretat..on of its

cause and respouse tc it have rational znd nonrational components. Before

turning to a discussixon of some ways that we can improve this process, we

will bziefly describe the process fron the subordinate's perspect.ive.

CCOIN(, VITh FOOR PEROORMANCn: SUBORDLNATE PERSPECTIVE

"h•ht harpens i'hen an irnividual is confronted with data indicating a

serious ,erformaate prubliem? Frequently a sequence of psychological and

behavioral evcn.i. occur.

Deny It

In many cases the first reaction is a cognitive adjustment of denial.

The facts are lisputed, the actuality or reality is denied or interpreted in

a more favorable light or a different mission than the one intended tj the

evaluator is claimed. 7he reascn that denial is so frequently and so quickly

instigated is that it se-ves to protect, a: least momentarily, the performer

from loss of esteem, confidence and face. Moreover, if others accept the

denial, which may be encouraged by equivocal evidenc, and ambiguous goals,

then the performer does not need to expend time and energy in actually

correcting or enhancing his/her performance. On the surface, denial appears

to be a reasonable, first-shot strategy for coping with a performance prob-

le=. It is a natural reaction by a suborditxte or dependent person. Harna-

gers should e.xpecL it and be prepared to confront it and encourage movement

beyond this stage of coping.

I
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Hide It

If denial does not suffice, mzny; prublem performers will mov. from a

cognitive adjustment to explicit behavior aimed at hiding, coverlitg or bury-

ing the observ'1.ble r-yzptoms associated with subscandard purfor-ance.

Certainrly such behavior may be ai-ed &t shielding the symptons from the view

of the boss. In professional occupationý, considerabla effort may be extended

toward buryinZ poor performance frorm other evalumators, e.g., peers, public

regulators and agency inspectors. Unfortunately, this is not an infrequent

response in pu'z!iclv sensitive professions such as nuclear inspection,

medical practizc, public accounttnZ and even rres4den!ial affairs. This

coping strategy repreacnt, a rezccnition that denial is either not Lo.ssible

(i.e., there is too much confirming evidence indicating poor perfor--ance)

or too riskv (i.e., if the evidence were public, previous dernal woi!Id appear

dishoneft and z;upid). So cnergv is expendc-d and behavior directed at con-

sciously hiding cvidcncv. of poor performance.

Justify It

Let's elcvate the coping process one more step. The performance problem

cannot be denied (It did happen), it cannot be hidden (thc boss, perhaps

peers and •aybe even the public know), then what? Typically, at this stage,

onsiderable effort will be extended toward justification or rationalization.

Most frequently the form of thi3 res7onse .s to attempt to diminish the

: significance cf the performance problem. Phillip Caldwell, Ford Motor

Company chairrman, '12:1 Lonfrznted by a Wall Street Journa. reporter who

compared Ford's recent fiuancial lossvs tn Chrysler Corporation's evolving

collapse, is reported to have respo-.dud, "Ford is a strong company and intends

i
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to re•in a secure leader in world automotive production and techvolosy." 9

In other wordt,, it could be worse. When compared to Chrysler, Ford's per-

formance protlems appear minuscule. Caldwell could vell have said, "Ford

intendS to survive on its own, and that's better than Chrysler." Of course,

the art uf Justification in the face of declining pcrfornance depeni. on the

cre-tivc. aid selective use of comparisons. Relative to Toyota Hotot Company

and flistai Motor Company, Ford looks quite different.

Allocat e It

T7( plot thickens. What happens if denial is denied the poor performer,

if subscandard performance is public knowledge, and if ccaparisuma to even

poorer performers are Impossible or unbelievable? Frequently individuals and

organ.'zatious will adopt tne coping strategy of allo-.Ating the responsibility

for the poor perforwame to someone else or to an ext.ernal agent (e.S., a

cop.etitor tngaaing in unfasir acte, the government, cr an unpredictable

adverze twist of alture). Considerable energy is expanded dividing up the

reapon3ibility for the prub1!m vrith a nocicetble a.phLris upon allocations

to othczs: an exteii^! aztribution. This in the sta,.t of ag2ressive fault-

fi~ni•U and emotional asiertions of blame.

-h*, These Strategies?

Why are t'ieOe reactions to performance problems so prevalent? Our

analysis sugaests at least two fundameuntal reasons. The first focuses on

* ! the nature of performance environments and the manner ..n which performance

goalm are typically articulated. The second is because, until recently,

managerial and behavioral science knowledge had not produced a well-founded

technology for changinS aid inrovins human performance that is both valid

9 Wall Street Journal, April 16, 1980, p. 2.

' " !
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(i.e., supported by evidence, experience, and theory) and realistic. But

more on this in the next secr.ion.

The ae 0ov8 four coping strategies are most likely to occur and to exhaust

the repertory *f a manager's coping strategy when one or more of the follow-

ing three conilitions exist:

1. When statements of desired performance remain ambiguous.

2. When public admission of poor performance is punished

(e.g., is politically dangerous).

3. When conmsitments to specific performance goals are
avoided in order to malnrain future flext.bility and
accissibility to opportuniam.

So, let's sumarize what we've said so far. First, managers often have

difficui..ty with the definition of poor performance. This problem may occur

bee•ause of poor articulation of goals, couflicting goals, or because of so"e

bi.ee.* on the part of the supervisor. The evaluation of causes and the choice

of responses also has its more rational and less rational components. Using

information about the individual's past performance in similar and other

setting&s as wall as comparisons with other co-workers can lead to generally

accurate assessments of causes. On the other hand, self-serving biases,

apologies, and outcome knowledge can lead to inappropriate diagnoses and

responses. Finally, to the extent that performance evaluations are seen as

arbitrary. ambiguous, and threatening, the subordinate is likely to engage

in behavior that will block or diminioh the recognition of the problem. Our

final section suggests some ways to deal with these processes more effectively.

'I
. . ... .±..±..-- .!...---
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Coping '.r.the poor ptrforaier involves at least four basic :;t~ps.

First, one must deter-mine what it is the employee is rquired to 1) on the

job. That in, one must answer the c'*i3tion, "What truly is critical for the

e-zplcyee to perform ef:ectively on thu Job?" A.-. we noted ezrlier, bcne

methods of idectiifyiai poor perfirmance also lead to defir.itions of desired

perforriance. But scmc do notl Sc, in enhancing performance e st go beyond I
merely idtntifyina what In undesirable to _':,ecify!ug what is better. In the

process we c.na J.so reduce uncertainty and ambiguity. The second step is to

be sure t:-•- =an.vert are able to rec,-Ln;:e cffecl.ive perforzance whet, they

see it o ccu .'. Aatir.-; L .rr -. m.-&t be recog-:.i:ed and reducec . ina ccurcte I

apprairlr lead to diý uaPcmcnt and apzthy on t, part of e-ployees. Third,

one must eCf?,Z,> in thb setting cf sj.e.ic pc:ic.--nce goalb with the enployee.

Specific goal- -,,.at are difficult *ut .attaiutab];! have betn showrn repeatedly

to lead to effective outcomes. Finall., one murt be careful to insure that i
the cc:-sequcne for the =o)loy!ce of goal attainment are positive or the

goals v:ill not '.t accepted. What we are sugeesting is that 1) a clearer,

better definition of perforrmance can he made, 2) rating errors and bizscs can

be recognized and reduced, 2) goals can be set ia behavioral or other terms

Athat catn be agreed upon, assessed azd fair, -;nd 4) commitment to these goals

can be attained. The follovwng pages discusa each of these steps in more
I

detail.

Def ining '.ffc-ctr v:--nesn

Befor.e c:.:: cnn tctcvate a per.or, to i:rove his or her productivity, cne

Zusc be abo to 4-fc 'f t wt.at •t s tl;e p-rs;ci is to start doing, stop doing,

or co-.tiniie -oinl;. T.at.., c.nC usr •'u fhilc. to d, fine productivity in terms

Li ~ ~I
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of what it is an indivicuEl employee fs to te doing on the job. Tradition-

ally, performance outcomes or traits have beer. used tL evaluate p !rfor-ance,

ard we have alre-adv evaluated their shortco=ings. hhat ha:; reccntly appeared

in the literature '-s an emphasis on defining effectiveness behaviolalV, and

it is this procedure which we feel has promise.

Behavioral Measures

Behaviorally b.sud measures of pcrformanc&' can be related r.ore directly

to what the e-.ployee actually doe6, and they are more likely to odnimnize

irrelevant factors not undcr the control of the e=1poi::ve than can cost-

related measures or traits. Behavioral measures de.aloped from a systematic

job analysls serve as indicators of perforaance outccmLs such as units pro-

duced/zanhour, i-:tendnnce, accidents, etc. Great pcrfor--ance outcomes such

as high profits do -. : come about through osrop.s. Sor..4ne =tuot do sowe-

thing to -reat,. them. Behavioral measures based on a thorough job analysis

indicate prccisoly what is bein; done by an einloyee to warrant recognition,

discipline, trar.:;fer, prcriz'tion, der.Lton, or termination. Thus, behavioral

measures cot oniy define rauitr (e.g., initiatlve) explicitly. but they

encompass performance-rclated outcomes. For exapl.., In the baseball example,

I ccming to work, ,-ra•inuF, out, and hitting v home run ar-2 all observable

behavior-.. Si=tlarly, reducing costs by 10 perccnt, Aelling 52 cars in a

month, and turning a r, pcrt In or, tiLa, are obaarv-.ablc behaviors. W'hat makeu

behavioral rneasure. de'irabl. fro. a productivity standpoint is that they

measure the indiv•.dun). on thingr over whi:h Le or she has control, and most

importantly ;h,:y specify what the person =.ist dc or not do to attain these

outcotnes. 7T.at Is, gc-i! bn-,,ral critexia specify what rhe pcrson must e

in order to hit a 1czc run, v'-~uce Losts by 10 perLcr,, sell 5. car- in a
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math, etc.

Developing accurate tchavioral measures of perforrancu begirs with a

thorough job analy•.is t•Aat identifies thv strategies that one must follow to

impact an organ:zation's bottom live. One of the most frequently used and

stralIghtforward job analysis procedures for developing benavio:al 1..easures

is the critical incident technique (CMI). The CIT involves interviewing

people who are aware of the .-•um cud cbjectivcs of the job in question, who

frequently observe 3ob Incumbents on the job, and who azr capable of discern-

ing competent from _nco-peten- performiaucu. The interviewes are asked to

describe exazpies of effecrI'.'e and ivcffective be!,-vinr that Lhey observed

in the past 12 nontihs as critical in doing the Job cifective!.'. The emphasis

on the past 12 J;:; - r to .rsure that ti-e infornation obtained is applic-

able to the current ncedr cf the organization. For c vz'-lc, !csc behaviors

that were effective for an wngageer in the 1.?60'. may no longer be effective

in the 1980's.

In describlug ef rcti',L/ineffecr.;.-,c ircidnts, an interviewee is asked

to explain: (a) thc. circu ztances surrounding a specific incident where the

behavior wa,; dcz3osLrate,: (') exaczl'. whot vas done; and (c) how the

behavior was ?ffaortivt,,'ineffective. Critical incidents that are similar,

if nor identical, c-e Bro'.v.d togc:her to form cae behavioral item. For

-•..;le, incidcrrs ha:.Ing to do with a super-ir-or enccuraging S,'boreinatt-s

-a work effcct:%.-ay •'. h c-n. ax-,ther were used recently to eevlop the item:

"Ver•ally rnis.c- 'r;.:.se for vueuntirIl- 1.e-pig anothier emiloyee on

any aspect o.f t',.j Jci." Iter-z thtt ar-- similar cre grouped together to form

one criterion c: *.nve -,ick fer dotf ining and -.castring an enpo:-L-'S effec-

tivenesL. For exa-.>,•o, itc,. dcaling with siacr.'i ;or): invoiver_-it %'ith

employees big•; -b< h'ld, "Interactions with Suhordinatcs." Ench behavioral

item on the scale contains five poiuts. A rating of one to five depends upon
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the frequency with which an employee engages in a behavior. Such scales are

referred to as behavioral observation scales (BOS). These scales possess

several important advantages in enhancing performance. First, they are typ-

ically developed with substantial input from employees. Thus, understanding

of and commitment to the measures are facilitated.

Second, BOS makc. explicit what behaviors are required of an employee in

a given job. A- a job description, BOS also can be used as a realistic job

preview for job candidates by showing them what they will be expected to do

on the job. Job previews are an effective means of reducing turnover be-

cause they give candidates sufficient knowledge to discern whether they would

have the desire and ability :o perform consistently the duties of the job.

Third, the BOS facilitate fair appraisals in that they inform both the

supervisor and the er-ployce what will be observed on the job. Through the

job analysis, the BOS contain a representative sampling of the behaviors

critical to performing effectively in the organization.

Finally, BOS facilitate explicit performance feedback in that they

encourage meaningful discussions between the supervisor and the employee of

the latter's strengths and weaknesses. Generalities are avoided in favor

of specific overt behaviors for which the e-'pl:syee is either praised or

encouraged to demonstrate on the job. Explicit feedback using BOS combined

with the setting of specific goals, to be discusscd shortly, has been shown

repeatedly to be an effective Iaouns for bringing about and/or maintaining a

posizive behavior change.

Behavioral observation scales, while a ;referred strategy for assessing

performAnce, remain cublect tn htiman errors in both their development and
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administration. Thus, it is inportant to attempt to minimize these errors.

What stratepies are available?

Kinimzingk Rating Errors

Human judgment enters into every criterion of employee effectiveness

regardless of whether the criterion consists of economic, trait, or behavioral

measures. Careful observation is a necessity if feedback based on these

observations is to serve as a motivator rather than a demotivator. Unfor-

tunately, most organizations assume that the careful construction of perform-

ance measure3 obviates the need for training supervisors how to observe,

record, Rnd evaluate objcutively what it is they have seen. What makes

training a necessity is that observers are usually unaware of rating errors.

The end result can be an employee who is erroneously promoted, demoted,

transferred, or terminat.d. Co=zon rating errors include contrast effects,

halo, similar-to-me, leniency, and artributional biases.

The contrast effect error is the tendency for a rater to evaluate a

person relative to other individuals rather than on the requirements of the

job. A typical outcome of thi: error occurred recently in an organization

where an "average" manager in an exceptionally good department was laid off.

An equally "average" manager who was doing exactly the same job, but in a

poor department, was given additional responsibility and was subsequently

promoti. Thus, even though these two individuals were comparable in terms

of job performance, or'. benefited from "he mediocrity of peers, while the

other one suffered because the peers were outstanding.

Halo error refers to an overgeneralizatLion from one aspect of a per-

son's job performance to all aspects of the person's performance. For

exarple, a person -.who is ouLstanding at inventory control may be rated
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A
iuaccurately as outstanding on sll areas of the job including crecit manage-

ment and customer relations.

The similar-to-me error is a tendency for us to judge more favoiably

those people who are similar to us in attitudes and background than those

people who are dissimilar regardless of whether the similarity is job-related.

Leniency errors refer to raters who rate everyone it the high or the low end

of the scale.

Finally, as we mentioced before, there are 3 .,ber of judgment errors

based on attributional biases. Supervisors tend ti blame subordinates for

failure to see the causes of poor performance as irternal and be biased

favorably by apo~ogias or other irrclxvant inf.•rmn-o' (e.g., outcomes).

What makes these errors insidious is that they appear to be well

developed rating habits resist~aTnt to ch..nge. Pecplt may continue to make

them even when they have received lectures and warn,: ags on why the errors

r%, it be avoided. They continue to make them after :eceiving information on how

to spot potential rating errors (e.g., one person Is rated on everything

favorably; one person rates everyon,! at the low end of an appraisal scale).

"The only training program that is effective in minimizing rating error

is one that incorporates three principles of learning that are basic to

bringing about a relatively permanent change in behavior. These principles

are active participation, knowledge of results, and practice.

A training program that reduces rating errors must allow people to rate

individuals during the tvaining program. For example, giving a lecture or

Vi shoving a film on how to serve a tennis ball is unlikely to increase the

skill level of a novice tenniz; player.

-I
I
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Second, the training program must provide imediate feedback ai to the

accuracy of the trainee's rating. Discussion can then focus on what th,•

trainee did correctly or incorrectly.

Finally, the training program must allow sufficient time for the trainee

to practice the correct behavior. The literature is full of unsuccessful

stories of five minutc to one hour training programs that produced at best a

10temporary increase in the observation skills of managers. To the extent

that supervi!cry observations are inadequate, biased, or art reported inaccurately,

the probability of stimulating the productivity of the enployee is greatl" de-

creased, and the probability of a discrimination charge is significantly in-

creased.

A training program that is effecLive in reducing rating errors and increas-

ing cbscrber aocuracy was developed by Car-y Latham and his col ltLgues.4

In brief, 10-12 people are trained in 6-8 hours. Thu trainees view job appli-

cants on videotape. They rate a job applicant on the basis of a job descrip-

tion that is given to them prlcr to obse:ving the aptiicant. They then receive

knowledge of results from the trainer as to the correct rating. Discussion

follows as to a) what the applicant wars observed dcing in the film to justify

the rating, b) examples oi where each trainee has seen a given rating error

made in both job and off-the-job settings, and c) ways to minimize the

occurrence of each rating error. The result is an increase in rater validity.

10 bernardin, H. .7. Effect.s of rater traininj, on lcnIlncy and halu error in
student ratin',.s of instructors. .ourtial of dPzchnlo.-', 1975, 63,
301-308.

1 See Latha-, G. P., WexIcy, K. N., and Purse:1. E. D. Traininz managers to
mininize rating errors in the observation of t,ehavior. .hilirnAl of Applied
Psvcholopy, 1915, 60, 550-555; and Pursell, F. D., bossett, D. L., and
Latham, C. P. Obtaining valid predictots by rA.nmizing rating errors in
the criteria. ]Personnel Psychholg, 1980, 91-96.



34
Goal Setting

Once effective or ineffective performance can be described and defined,

and supervisors have been trained to reýcognize and record it accurately, the

issue of improving performance can be addre.•sed directly. A fundame-,tal

concept indigenous to =ost, if not all, current theories of performance

motivation is goal setting or specifying exactly what it is the individual

is to do on the job.

Goal setting is effective because it clarifies eractly what is expected

of an individual. iA several engineers have co=',cnted to uq, "by receiving

a specific Goal from th- cupervisor we are able to icccmmine for the first

time what that * * * really expccts from us." Moreover, the process of

working against an c.-p'ii: goal injects interest into the task. It provides

challenge and mccning to a job. Through goal attai=Lent, feelings of accom-

plishment and r.tco.nitLor (fro:. self and/or supervisor) occvr.
12

16-hen setting goals, rhe foloving points should he taken into account:

(1) SettIng specific gonals leads to higher performance than adopting

an attitude of "do your best." This means that a specific score on each

BOS should be specified along with the key behavior or behaviors that the

employee needs to work on to improve or maintain the score.

(2) E£jloyee participation in setting goals generally leads to higher

goals being set thai is the case where the goal is set unilaterally by a

supervisor.

(3) 711e hi~hcr the goal, the higher the performance.

(4) Performance feedback is critical to caintaining emplcyee interest

in the job, revising goals, and prolonging effort to attain the goals.

Feedback reirfcrces goal setting.

N1 2
12 Latham, 0. P. an' Lc,:Akc, E. A. Goal setting: A i.otivatlonA] terhninue

that works. ( 1rv;:,iza!AcnaIf DvnjmAc-, 1979, Autumn, 68-80.LI
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(5) if e-ployeea are evaluat•d on porforrance rather than zaaI attain-

=ent, they will continue to set hign goals regardle. of v1ather the goals

are attained. High goals leadl to higher performance levels than easy goals.

If employees are ev'aluated on goal attaiimenc rather than actual performance,

they are .ikely to set low goals or reject hard goals imposed by supervisors.

(6) There must be some latitude for the iTdividual to influence per-

formance. Uhere performance is rigidly con~trolled by technology or work

flow, such as the typical asser.?ly line, goal scttinn may have little effect.

(7) Wcorkers nust not feel threatened that they will lose their job

if they increase their perforrance under the gor.l set.tin.g procedure. ,Xost

people hav'e enoug!. Sebi&;e .o: to put tnemselves cut cf work b-, being too

productive.

These princip3es are ,t.sl. t) most MBO pregrnms. The prir=3ry difference

between what wk! are sayint here and what has been advocated by HBO euthusi-

asts is zhat che lattcr often emphasize ch3 use of cost-related measurt-a (e.g.,

number of sales) whereds ue argue for Os use of behavioral measures for

counselin /develop-'2r/,:niotivat ional purposes. We have no objection to the

use c .•3 as a vehicle for planning %.here the organization, de?,r nt or

individual should fccus attn-tion and efforts over the ne.xt three months,

one year, or five year!.. Nor do we have any objection to the inclusion of.

these objectives iu-th behavioral measires. Cost-related object'-.es can

clarify the contet or situation w-.hre the ei-ployee's behavior will be

apprais-:!ý. Bur, 1- shoaiud not oe 'urprising if the t'-'o sets of neasures lead

to different cor_'Lusicn.s. eor ea_-le, ,ti.rlre -e." be envirorm.ental factors

or or~an~zntie:.! C -i';trJints that are b5•.'.:nd the contrzl of one employee to

V influence, an] thu.s :re nrev~rt-ur that indiv_,6ual frc-, artaining satisfactory

cost-related uson(. h use of BOS are helpful here because they alert the

=anager t:. iýok -ir cr.aniz. iou,0-re1atcd otsracles if the c_:ployee is doing
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everything correctly. In instances winere the coct-relaced measures are satis-

factory but the employee's behavior is unsati3factory, the satisfactory cost-

related measures may be short-lived as other employees, subordinates and/or

clients respond adversely to this behavior. Remember, cost-related outcomes

occur because people in the organization "did something." Accounting for

what each person did is the purpose of developing behavioral measures.

Finally, cost-related and behavioral measures may not correlate with one

another because of re:ording errors on the part of the appraiser. This is

why the training of raters discusscd previously is so important.

,n.uring Gonl Accepra~n:e

A straightfor.'ard approach to attempting to understand why an eoployee

does or dous not accept a goal is to draw the following diagram;

Consequences
+

Desirable 2•

Behavior

"rtndesirable 3 4
Behavi!or

"First, list in cell 1 all the positive ccnsequences that an employoe

receives as a result of engagin& in a desirable behavior (e.g., a Terisaric

working tea rathcr than six hours).

Sec-ond, list in cell 2 all the aversive conse u:',ves or punishers for

engagIng in this dez-rable behavior (e.g., fatigue, arriv!.• tome late ior

e irner) .

R.epeaL the above steps regarding the consequences o' an ;-,inS ini undesir-

14"i e beia,+ior. For in in-d- pth aui'lv.•i. , repeat these steps bii. .in:ussing

'heM with the =-ployees themselves. This approach can provide a rational way

I
I+, , + i " ' .
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for gaining, insight and developtng hypotheses as to why people behave the way

they do. More i-portantly, it provides a basis for motivating them to do

what you want them to do by indicating Lhe ccnsequencez, that may need to be

changed in order to change their behavior. The approach is straightforward

and costs little; however, the cost of changing the consequences sometimes

exceeds the benefits of changing the behavior. The advantage of this approach

is that one can estimate the costs knowing, with a high degree of certainty,

that if the consequences are changed, the behavior will change.

This approach was used successfully by Emery Air Freig at. Emery found

that efficiee.cy was reduced by 45 percent because people on airport loading

docks shipped items In the wrong ccntainers. This inefficiency was costing

the company over $i -ilion annually. Rather than implementing a training

program, they examirnd the pcsitive consequences of loading containers

properly to the cnmployec. This anal'sis revealed that there were no conse-
quences of any kind (i.e., positive or aversive) -hatsoever. Moreover, most

employees believed the) wert performing effic~ently.

The program requirel. each employee to fill out a behaviorzt checklist,

that in cimilar in concept to BOS. Goals were set foc each job. All employee

improvements in performance were reinforced with praise by a sapervisor, regard-

less of whether company goals were attained. r3iluce to attain a goal was

reinforced by praise for honesty in reporting that failure. In this way,

behavior was shaped toward the desired Goals through prat.se.

It 13 important to note that the 1),sit!ve co.nsequences of engaging in a

given behavior riit he perceivvd isn.,xate1y by :he Fz.rlcyee. If the con-

acquencet are nct immediate, thcl. e-fectivene.;s decr, .ses because the employee

does ihot clearly see the corinecr:.-u bct-een th,. con.iquerlces and the behavior.

Even wo,,se. 'flayec; .. '.rive conr-equences ray inavcertently reinforce inappro-

priate behaviors. For exiiple, a new divisicoi ainaEr in a start-up

Inaeb ! - -
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operation _y per-orm initi.lly at a high leveil . ,e mrgani•atton :ay

attempt to reward the manager with a salary increcse. Unfor'Junately, the

salary increa:ýe may not be approved by the vice president until months late::.

B; this time the manager's high level of performance may have diminished as I
a result of numerous frustrations. When the salary increase finally occurs.

the manager is, in effect, beinZ reinforced for mediocre parforxaiace.

So, in stuary, a straightforward approach for coping with poor per-

formance and enhancing produc¢'ivit,' includes the four following steps:

(1) Define perfor-cance behaviorally: The manager must idcntify and I
define spccilfic behavior or behavicrs that are required of the employee on

the job. 7he behavior must b,ý pi.,cinted to the c¢,te:.-t th.t it can be

I

reliably observed and r.ccorded. "Showing initiative" is not pinpointed. I

"Calling on a cu.U e.ihoUc bein0 'r'.d hy anyrne" is. The ability to

specify bch;-v,;ýr in oisarvablc ter-.s is the flrct skill m•nager.. must acquire

bufore th.ey con change cr maintain i'n employee's performxnce.

(2) Train :.nanagers to reduce rating errors: ntning error. are errors
II

in judgment that occ.;r in a systematic manner on the part of an observer.

What makes thebE errors so insidiou, is that observers are usually unaware

that they are making them. In those instances where they are aware of the

error, they are frec.aently unable to correct ther'selves. The end result can

be an emploice who is erroneously prcmoted, demoted, transferred or terminated.

(3) •-c srec-fic goals: The advantage of involving the employee in goal

'I setting is that it not only can increase an employee's understanding of what

in requir(:d of the jcb, but it can lea6 to the C-tting of ilgher goals than

is the ca,e whvrc a qup.rvi.or ý,e., th.m uni'atcrally. 7he higher the goal,

the higher the perom'ar.:e.

(4) In ore.r fur goals to be accepted, the employ.'ee must pe'ceive that

goal zttainr.ent will "-ad to positive conL•equunce-.

i
- - - -.i -- *.-. . ~ ....
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CONriLUS I Oh

What prescriptions flow from our analysls of rcducing perfcrm~ance gaps

and enhancing productivit)? The three stage process depicted here suggests

several guidelines for managerial action:

1) Adopt a flexible posture toward identifying performance

problems. At times, any one of the three comparisons we

have described may be appropriate, but where possible clear

specific behavioral goals can be used both for comparisons

across time and people. Beyond the comparison processes,

the limitations of huz.:un an information processors and

decision makers must be recognized and accommodated whLn

attemptfng to spot performance gaps.

2) Fully utilize what i!; known about how humans identify causes

of low performa:ice. Attention to such processes of attribu-

tion will facilitate fzcufiug on 'ayr of improving

cor'ect pTcbleu. diagnosis and enhancing the implementation

of procDým solutions.

3) Do not expect tsat humans will always attack performance

problems with constructive, proactive steps aimed at produc-

S- tUvity enhancement. It may be necessary to assist managers

through the u'ual coping strategies which so frequently hinder
:1

direct confrontation and improvement of substandard perform-

ance. That is, pushing beyond dcnial, cover-up and blame

allocation concerning performance gaps may be necessary to

directly confront and solve pcrfo.wnce problems.

.!
!4
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4s) Follow tht step:; toward constructive performance enhancercnt,

including behaviorall;.' defining desired outcomes, careful

goal setting, ev.luation training to reduce assessment errors,

fcedbaick and positive rewards for performance improvement.

Clearly, our analysis and prescriptions go well beyond what has been

typically associated vith traditional perforvince appraisal systems and

techniques. It is our bell"f that perfornance definition, diagnosis,

appraisal iJ -I-provemenc needs to be flri-'lv anchorea in what is currently

known about hunans as ob.crrvers ot performance, as evaluators and as facil-

itators of cihange. Such an or-.naLieon provIdes our best opportunity for

advancin~g beyond gerieratly unproductive a-•d unrcaliscive technicses and

st.'ateles and for improving productivity Oirough the devclopment of an

organiz2tion's 1uv.'.nz r.•sources.

I

I

i .. ... • " . ... I I I I
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